STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS OF EMERGING THREATS TO WEST AFRICAN COUNTRIES
Over the past two decades, West Africa has captured the attention of the international community. Indeed, the region has experienced significant turmoil, the souvenirs of which are still pregnant in the collective memory of its inhabitants. Located in the western most region of the African continent, West Africa includes 16 countries in an area of approximately 6 million square km. Due to its geographic position at the intersection of American, European and African trade routes, any event in West Africa may have an impact on the aforementioned continents.
One of the most challenging issues West African countries are still facing in the beginning of the 21st Century is their common security. During the past twenty years, this region has been subjected to four major conflicts or civil wars, various insurgencies, five successful military coups and several attempted or alleged coups.
While past turmoil has been more or less successfully handled either by the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) or the United Nations
Organization (UN), West Africa is far from being out of trouble. Indeed, new pernicious and opportunistic threats are emerging and spreading throughout the region due to the political, economic and security weaknesses of many states, as well as its ideal geographic location. Drug trafficking, terrorism, piracy and the reemergence of unconstitutional change of government combine to undermine the constant efforts undertook to get the region out of the reign of mayhem and darkness into the sunny uplands of peace and stability.
The purpose of this paper is to study the specificity of these new threats, the strategic implication for West African countries, what responses have so far been brought and their effectiveness, and how policies might be improved to address these threats.
The paper is divided into three parts. Part one describes the region demonstrating how geography and history have played a key role in shaping West
Africa. There follows in part two the threats to regional security. Finally, the paper will assess the current strategies of action of West African countries before making recommendations on how they might be improved to address future threats.
Description of West Africa
Located in the western region of Africa and occupying one-fifth of the continent, West Africa is slightly smaller in size than the continental United States and more than twice the size of Western Europe. Oriented west of an imagined North-South axis the region lies close to 10° East longitude. It is surrounded in the West and the South by the Atlantic Ocean, while the northern border is the Sahara Desert. The Niger Bend is generally considered the northernmost part of the region. The eastern border is less precise, with some placing it at the Benue Trough at the northern boundary of the Niger Delta, and others on a line running from Mount Cameroon to Lake Chad.
There are many different mappings of the states that compose West Africa From the standpoint of biogeography, the vegetation in West Africa is rich and diversified. North to South, the landscape varies in horizontal belts from semi-desert steppes in the Sahel belt to high grass planted with trees in the savannah of the Sudan layer. The third band is represented by the forests of the Guinean belt, while the last layer covers the rain forests of the Gulf of Guinea. Additionally, micro bio-climates can be noted along the corridors of the main rivers flowing across the region: the Niger, the Senegal, the Volta, the Mano, the Gambia, and the Casamance 
Overview of Contemporary Threats
In 2011 the UN Security Council identified four emerging threats, drug trafficking, terrorism, piracy and unconstitutional change to government, considered as the most challenging for West African countries 41 . These new menaces are specific compared to the ones that up until now have been so prevalent in West Africa.
Firstly, with the exception of threats to governance, they are mainly fueled by outsiders to the region. While drug traffickers, terrorists and pirates have local connections, the commodity or ideology comes from other parts of the continent or the world (North Africa and Latin America). Secondly, the actors have large financial or material assets, which allow them to overwhelm and subvert weak states. Thirdly, most of these new threats ignore the presence of frontiers with the actors taking advantage of the existing borders to limit the action of law enforcement. And finally, these threats can quickly and profoundly destabilize a country. While the immediate effects are internal they also impact the wider region and the international community.
The first of these threats is drug trafficking. Since the first years of the 21 In addition to cocaine, the region has also been used for the trafficking of heroin and cannabis resin 46 . Although cocaine is produced in Central and South America, the surge and seizure indicates that the sub-region is used as an important transit area for cocaine trafficking between Latin American countries and Europe Besides drug trafficking and terrorism, the third emerging threat in West Africa is piracy and oil bunkering. The area of predilection of pirates in West Africa is the Gulf of Guinea. According to the United Nations Office on Drug and Crime (UNODC), the area is in the top three piracy hotspot in the world 62 . After Somalia, seas of West Africa are the most dangerous in the Africa. But, in contrast to Somalia pirates, the ones evolving in the Gulf of Guinea target the cargo and the vessels, the former for smuggling and the later for ransoming 63 . Piracy in West Africa has both political and economic causes. It is facilitated by a lack of law enforcement on the seas, extreme poverty and resentments against the vessels 64 . In addition the proliferation of small arms in the region supports the work of the pirates. Gulf of Guinea countries are estimated to lose 5.5 million barrels of oil worth over one billion dollars annually due to oil bunkering or oil theft 65 .
Furthermore, shipping traffic towards major ports in the Gulf of Guinea is decreasing, The new threats represent a great danger for peace and stability in the region because no state is able to handle them alone, even when they occur within national borders. In addition, the perpetrators of these crimes seek to weaken further existing states in order to carry on their business without restraint. Furthermore, West African
States rely mainly on existing regional organizations, especially ECOWAS, to solve the problems raised by these new threats.
Strategies against Threats in West Africa
The cornerstone of the struggle for peace and safety in West Africa is represented by ECOWAS. The regional organization was created in 1975 with the primary objective of promoting economic integration and cooperation in order to achieve development 73 . However, the persistent instability in West Africa, due mainly to poverty, civil unrest, and political turmoil, has represented a major impediment to integration.
Consequently, leaders realized that without peace and stability any effort to foster development would be fruitless. Francophones which prevented the MAD and the PNA to be implemented 76 . To prevent such blockades in the future and a resurgence of violence in the sub-region, it became obvious that a change was needed in ECOWAS"s structures and mechanisms. Since 1990 the organization has adopted a new approach to prevent conflict and state fragility. It has evolved and shifted from an ECOWAS of states to an ECOWAS of the people, with the well-being and welfare of West Africa as the center of its activities and policy initiatives, as well as a better integration of civil society being its priority. To face insecurity and instability, the major impediments to integration and development, West
African countries have adopted a series of add-ons to the ECOWAS Treaty
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. It is worth to mention that all these initiatives don"t have the same importance and four of these changes could be considered as revolutionary, because they clearly portray this new commitment to peace and security. As in the case of piracy, West Africa lacks either a sub-regional counterterrorism framework or a mechanism for facilitating sub-regional capacity-building activities and cooperation in this area. Up to now ECOWAS"s main tool to counter terrorists is the
Intergovernmental Action Group against Money Laundering and Terrorism Financing in
West Africa (GIABA) 97 . However, in many countries, the impact of terrorism is not well understood and counterterrorism is often viewed as western discourse to address a western problem. Except for Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Nigeria, the actions of AQIM are not felt elsewhere and the threat of Boko Haram is mainly regarded as an internal ethnic problem. As a consequence there is a lack of policy and unity of action against terrorism. To palliate this deficit, the United States has sought to help the most exposed In the regional fight against terrorism, ECOWAS should adopt quickly a regional counter-terrorism strategy and implementation plan. They should also adopt a framework or a mechanism for facilitating sub-regional capacity-building. ECOWAS should work closely with civil society to sensitize population on real danger and impact of terrorism and should empower law enforcement agencies to enable them to gather intelligence, track and obtain evidence on terrorist financiers and money launderers.
Finally, ECOWAS should help and encourage states to tighten security and enforce border controls.
With regards to unconstitutional changes of government, ECOWAS should establish standard principles for electoral process in the sub-region. They should also establish guidance relating to transparency and funding of political parties. ECOWAS should adopt dissuasive measures to prevent perpetrators of coups to run freely for election and should adopt dissuasive measures to protect constitutions against undue or abusive modification. Finally, ECOWAS should establish standard principles to foster good governance and ban abuse by leaders.
Conclusion
As seen through this paper, the West African countries have made a great effort to try to solve the problem of insecurity in the sub-region. Having a clear understanding that economic development and prosperity could not be achieve without a stable environment and a joint effort, they took appropriate measures to supplement weak states in solving internal and external conflagrations. The main focus has been initially to stop conflicts then to prevent them by leveraging ECOWAS institutions. The subregional organization has gained international respect and recognition for its peacekeeping commitment. The lessons learned from the interventions in Liberia, Guinea-Bissau, Sierra Leone and Cote d'Ivoire have guided the reorientation of the organization's action to avoid the constraints of the past in order to be more operative.
The new ECOWAS Conflict Prevention Framework represents the cornerstone of the regional actions in terms of peace and stability building. However the reforms brought to ECOWAS since 1990 are not enough to confront security problems in the region. The organization has been diverted from its main goal of integration and development. As for conflict prevention, adequate measure should be taken to reform the security sector and put human security at the center of the preoccupations. Precarious living conditions and a bulge of unemployed youth only facilitate the spread of insecurity. Furthermore, the current structures and legal framework are not sufficient to tackle the emerging threats of drug trafficking, terrorism, piracy and unconstitutional change of power. In response, the regional organization needs to adapt quickly in order to counter the new and dangerous perils. To do otherwise runs the risk that the new threats will prove even more pernicious than those previous. This paper has made few recommendations, hoping that they might be helpful in that process. Ibid., 68. 
